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1636 Vulnerability 
Vulnerability 
Vulnerability is susceptibility to, or risk of expo-
sure to, hazards and stresses related to social 
problems, environmental problems, economic 
problems, or political problems. The word vulner-
ability is often used in conjunction with poverty 
and may specifically imply vulnerability to pov-
erty or to poverty-related issues. Individuals, com-
munities, groups, regions, and nations can be vul-
nerable and poverty increases this vulnerability. 
Vulnerability is associated with natural disasters, 
environmental issues, economic problems, and 
political conflicts. Disadvantaged and marginal-
ized people are typically considered more vulner-
able to hazards and stresses associated with pov-
erty. Often, vulnerability refers to the likelihood 
that particular poverty-related problems will 
impact individuals or groups. However, vulner-
ability can also denote the ability of individuals 
or groups to cope and recover after exposure to 
hazards or stresses. 
Vulnerability reduction is a central element 
to international development efforts such as the 
Millennium Development Goals established by 
the United Nations. The International Labour 
Organization's rural employment and develop-
ment efforts focus on poverty and vulnerability 
reduction. Poverty reduction efforts for children 
by the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) 
also center on addressing vulnerability among 
d i s a d v a n t a g e d  c h i l d r e n .  P o v e r t y - r e l a t e d  s o c i a l  
i s s u e s  a r e  o f t e n  d i s c u s s e d  i n  t e r m s  o f  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  
a s  i m p o v e r i s h e d  i n d i v i d u a l s  a n d  g r o u p s  a r e  c o n -
s i d e r e d  m o r e  v u l n e r a b l e  t o  h e a l t h  i s s u e s ,  v i o l e n c e ,  
a b u s e ,  e x p l o i t a t i o n ,  a n d  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n .  
V u l n e r a b i l i t i e s  o f  t h e  P o o r  
P e o p l e  l i v i n g  i n  p o v e r t y  a r e  c o n s i d e r e d  m o r e  v u l -
n e r a b l e  t o  h e a l t h  i s s u e s  s u c h  a s  d i s e a s e s ,  w h i c h  
c a n  b e  p e r p e t u a t e d  b e c a u s e  o f  a  l a c k  o f  a c c e s s  
t o  h e a l t h  c a r e .  D i s e a s e s  s u c h  a s  m a l a r i a  a n d  
w a t e r b o r n e  i l l n e s s e s  a r e  m o r e  p r e v a l e n t  a m o n g  
t h e  c h r o n i c a l l y  p o o r  w o r l d w i d e .  C o m m u n i t i e s  
w i t h  h i g h  p o v e r t y  r a t e s  a r e  a l s o  m o r e  v u l n e r -
a b l e  t o  i s s u e s  s u c h  a s  d i s e a s e ,  m a l n u t r i t i o n ,  a n d  
h i g h  i n f a n t  m o r t a l i t y  r a t e s .  H i g h  r a t e s  o f  H I V /  
A I D S  i n  s u b - S a h a r a n  A f r i c a  a r e  a l s o  l i n k e d  t o  
h i g h  p o v e r t y  r a t e s .  V u l n e r a b i l i t y  t o  H I V / A I D S  
i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  h i g h  i n  c o u n t r i e s  s u c h  a s  S w a z i -
l a n d ,  w h e r e  p o v e r t y ,  p o o r  h e a l t h  c a r e  a c c e s s ,  a n d  
s u s c e p t i b i l i t y  t o  t h e  d i s e a s e  a r e  h i g h l y  i n t e r c o n -
n e c t e d .  W i d e s p r e a d  d i s e a s e  p e r p e t u a t e s  t h e  c y c l e  
o f  p o v e r t y  i n  t h e  d e v e l o p i n g  w o r l d  b y  i n c a p a c i -
t a t i n g  l a r g e  p o r t i o n s  o f  t h e  w o r k i n g - a g e  p o p u -
l a t i o n .  L a r g e  n u m b e r s  o f  c h i l d r e n  o r p h a n e d  b y  
H I V / A I D S  h a v e  l o w e r  e d u c a t i o n a l  a t t a i n m e n t  
t h a n  t h e i r  p e e r s ,  a n d  a r e  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  e c o n o m i c  
b u r d e n  o n  s o c i a l  s e r v i c e s  a n d  t h e  h e a l t h  c a r e  s e c -
t o r s  o f  c o u n t r i e s  s u c h  a s  M a l a w i  a n d  t h e  D e m o -
c r a t i c  R e p u b l i c  o f  C o n g o .  
I n d i v i d u a l s  l i v i n g  i n  i m p o v e r i s h e d  c o n d i t i o n s  
a r e  m o r e  v u l n e r a b l e  t o  v i o l e n c e  i n  a  v a r i e t y  o f  
f o r m s .  H i g h e r  r a t e s  o f  d o m e s t i c  v i o l e n c e ,  c h i l d  
a b u s e ,  a n d  n e g l e c t  h a v e  b e e n  d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y  
a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  e c o n o m i c a l l y  d i s a d v a n t a g e d  
g r o u p s .  V i o l e n t  c r i m e s  a r e  m o r e  p r e v a l e n t  i n  
i m p o v e r i s h e d  c o m m u n i t i e s ,  a n d  r e s i d e n t s  o f  t h e s e  
c o m m u n i t i e s  a r e  v u l n e r a b l e  t o  v i o l e n t  c r i m e s  
r e l a t e d  t o  d r u g  t r a f f i c k i n g ,  g u n  v i o l e n c e ,  a n d  g a n g  
a c t i v i t y .  U r b a n ,  o v e r c r o w d e d  a n d  h i g h l y  i m p o v -
e r i s h e d  c o m m u n i t i e s ,  s u c h  a s  t h e  f a v e l a s  i n  R i o  
d e  J a n e i r o  o r  t h e  s l u m s  o f  M u m b a i ,  h a v e  d i s p r o -
p o r t i o n a t e l y  h i g h  m u r d e r  a n d  g u n  c r i m e  r a t e s .  
W o m e n  a n d  c h i l d r e n  a r e  m o r e  l i k e l y  t o  l i v e  i n  
p o v e r t y ,  a n d  l o w - i n c o m e  w o m e n  a r e  m o r e  v u l -
n e r a b l e  t o  d o m e s t i c  v i o l e n c e ,  d r u g  a b u s e ,  a n d  
d e p r e s s i o n .  C h i l d r e n  w h o  w i t n e s s  d o m e s t i c  v i o -
l e n c e  a r e  a l s o  m o r e  l i k e l y  t o  e x p e r i e n c e  a b u s e  o r  
n e g l e c t .  T h e  i n t e r r e l a t e d  e f f e c t s  o f  p o v e r t y - r e l a t e d  
v i o l e n c e  i n c r e a s e  t h e  l i k e l i h o o d  t h a t  v i c t i m s  o f  
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d o m e s t i c  v i o l e n c e  a r e  v u l n e r a b l e  t o  o t h e r  n e g a -
t i v e  e x p e r i e n c e s .  A s  w i t h  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  t o  o t h e r  
p o v e r t y - r e l a t e d  i s s u e s ,  t h e  e f f e c t s  a r e  i n t e r l o c k e d  
w i t h  a n d  c o m p o u n d e d  b y  a  v a r i e t y  o f  n e g a t i v e  
c o n s e q u e n c e s .  
R e s e a r c h  o n  h u m a n  r i g h t s  a n d  s o c i a l  j u s t i c e  
f o c u s e s  s i g n i f i c a n t  a t t e n t i o n  o n  d i s a d v a n t a g e d  
i n d i v i d u a l s  a n d  g r o u p s '  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  t o  e x p l o i t a -
t i o n .  U n d o c u m e n t e d  m i g r a n t s ,  s u c h  a s  M e x i c a n  
i m m i g r a n t s  t o  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  a r e  h i g h l y  v u l -
n e r a b l e  t o  l a b o r  e x p l o i t a t i o n .  V u l n e r a b l e  c h i l d r e n  
i n  w a r - t o r n  p a r t s  o f  t h e  d e v e l o p i n g  w o r l d ,  s u c h  
a s  c e n t r a l  A f r i c a ,  a r e  o f t e n  f o r c e d  i n t o  c h i l d  s o l -
d i e r i n g .  I m p o v e r i s h e d  w o m e n  i n  t h e  r u r a l  g l o b a l  
s o u t h  a r e  m o r e  v u l n e r a b l e  t o  s e x u a l  e x p l o i t a t i o n  
t h r o u g h  p r o s t i t u t i o n .  E t h n i c  m i n o r i t i e s ,  s u c h  a s  
t h e  R o h i n g y a  f r o m  M y a n m a r  w h o  a r e  v u l n e r a b l e  
t o  f o r c e d  l a b o r  o n  f i s h i n g  b o a t s  i n  S o u t h e a s t  A s i a ,  
f a c e  e x p l o i t a t i o n  i n  a  v a r i e t y  o f  f o r m s  a s  t h e y  
m i g r a t e  f o r  w o r k .  D i s c r i m i n a t i o n  a g a i n s t  e t h n i c  
m i n o r i t i e s ,  s u c h  a s  t h e  R o m a  o f  e a s t e r n  E u r o p e ,  
h a s  m a n i f e s t e d  a s  r a c i a l l y  m o t i v a t e d  v i o l e n c e  
t o w a r d  m a r g i n a l i z e d  p e o p l e ,  a s  w e l l  a s  s o c i a l  b a r -
r i e r s  t o  e m p l o y m e n t  a c c e s s .  
V u l n e r a b i l i t y  i s  o f t e n  u s e d  i n  c o n j u n c t i o n  w i t h  
d i s c u s s i o n  o f  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  i s s u e s  a n d  n a t u r a l  
d i s a s t e r s .  I m p o v e r i s h e d  i n d i v i d u a l s ,  f a m i l i e s ,  a n d  
c o m m u n i t i e s  a r e  m o r e  v u l n e r a b l e  t o  t h e  n e g a t i v e  
e f f e c t s  o f  n a t u r a l  d i s a s t e r s  s u c h  a s  h u r r i c a n e s  a n d  
t y p h o o n s ,  t s u n a m i s ,  a n d  e a r t h q u a k e s .  P e o p l e  l i v -
i n g  i n  r e m o t e  a n d  i m p o v e r i s h e d  r e g i o n s  e x p e r i -
e n c e  l o n g e r  r e s p o n s e  t i m e s  f o r  d i s a s t e r  r e l i e f .  
H o u s i n g  s t r u c t u r e s  i n  p o o r  c o m m u n i t i e s  a r e  o f t e n  
l e s s  e f f e c t i v e  i n  w i t h s t a n d i n g  h i g h  w i n d s  a n d  
f l o o d s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  h u r r i c a n e s  a n d  t s u n a m i s .  
D e v e l o p i n g  c o u n t r i e s  h a v e  l e s s  d i s a s t e r  r e l i e f  
i n f r a s t r u c t u r e ,  l e a d i n g  t o  s l o w e r  r e c o v e r y  f o r  
t h e  e c o n o m y  a n d  t h e  p e o p l e  a f t e r  m a j o r  d i s a s -
t e r s .  W o m e n ,  c h i l d r e n ,  a n d  t h e  e l d e r l y  e x p e r i e n c e  
d i s p a r a t e  n e g a t i v e  e f f e c t s  f r o m  n a t u r a l  d i s a s t e r s .  
W o m e n  a n d  g i r l s  w e r e  m o r e  v u l n e r a b l e  t o  s e x u a l  
v i o l e n c e  a n d  e x p l o i t a t i o n  f o l l o w i n g  t h e  2 0 1 0  
e a r t h q u a k e  i n  H a i t i .  T h e  2 0 1 3  T y p h o o n  H a i y a n  
i n  t h e  P h i l i p p i n e s  k i l l e d  t h o u s a n d s  a n d  f o r c e d  m i l -
l i o n s  i n t o  h o m e l e s s n e s s ,  m a k i n g  a  l a r g e  p o r t i o n  
o f  a n  a l r e a d y  i m p o v e r i s h e d  r e g i o n  o f  t h e  c o u n t r y  
m o r e  v u l n e r a b l e  t o  f u t u r e  d i s a s t e r s ,  e x p o s u r e  t o  
t h e  e l e m e n t s ,  v i o l e n c e ,  a n d  e x p l o i t a t i o n .  T r a f f i c k -
i n g  o f  w o m e n  a n d  c h i l d r e n  i s  e x p e c t e d  t o  r i s e  a s  a  
r e s u l t  o f  t h e  d i s a s t e r .  
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A father and daughter rest on a concrete slab in the aftermath of Super Typhoon Haiyan, Guiuan, Eastern Samar Province, Philippines, 
November 15, 20 13. One of the strongest tropical cyclones ever recorded and the deadliest Philippine typhoon in modern history, 
Haiyan killed thousands and displaced millions from their homes. This already impoverished region became even more vulnerable to 
disaster, exposure to the elements, violence, and exploitation. (U.S. Navy/Mass Communication Specialist Seaman Liam Kennedy) 
Environmental degradation and pollution dis-
proportionately affect impoverished people and 
communities. Toxic-waste dumping is often in 
closer proximity to poor communities, particu-
larly communities with large percentages of ethnic 
minorities, and is an issue that has led to the term 
environmental racism. The environmental justice 
field has found that impoverished individuals are 
also more likely to live closer to industrial facili-
ties that create air and water pollution. People liv-
ing in the large squatter camps surrounding cities 
like Mexico City and Johannesburg are also more 
likely to experience breathing issues due to the 
air degradation caused by coal, wood, and trash 
burning in makeshift dwellings. 
Political conflicts are also highly connected 
to the concept of vulnerability. Civil war in the 
Sudan, resulting in the creation of South Sudan 
in 2011, displaced large numbers of the rural 
poor and forced already vulnerable people to 
abandon traditional lands that provided liveli-
hoods for farmers. Large numbers of the world's 
migrants are displaced by political conflict and 
war, and the resulting informal migration puts 
disadvantaged groups, such as the hill tribe 
minorities of Myanmar, in even more vulnerable 
situations. 
Vulnerability is a term that is intimately linked 
to poverty-related issues such as health problems, 
violence, and exploitation. Poverty makes people 
more vulnerable to the myriad issues related to 
natural disasters and environmental degrada-
tion. Political conflict causes numerous problems 
for those involved, but the impoverished are even 
more vulnerable to such problems, and recovering 
from these issues is further complicated by a lack of 
resources common in impoverished communities. 
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